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ABSTRACT 



^ - -: An introductory course in notetaking for low 

iiiternediate students of English-as-a-second language (ESL) is 
described* the-course is desigued to give practice in notetaking 
techniques to college-inbound ESI students before they are required to 
take notes with a competence equal to that of native speakers^ The 
class begins with a discussion of common myths abeut iiotetakihg 
versus simple listening^ text-reading/ or tape-recording^ Subsequent 
activities include a discussion e£ format or organisation; a 
Classroom practieei sessioh-using i- tape-recorded- taikj with the 
teacher taking realnotes on the board; teacher-presented talks 
aeeompaiiied-by student vocabulary preparation; exercises in 
discerning main ideas only and then details, accompanied by class 
discussion; an exercise focusing on abbreviations and partial 
sentences; writing summaries from notes; and answering questions from 
notes. Suggestions for making the activities more effective are also 
given. (HSE) 
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PhEASE TAKE NdTE: 
Teaching Loiu Level Notetaking 

Karen Stanley 



Nc3tetakirig during . a leeture. is--a_compiex_task , _diff^ even far native 

speakers^^^Eombining the skills of understanding, classifying, and uiriting 
down_lnformation is a function of time andipractice , It is therefqre 
important not only to teach notetaking to ESL students, but tc iDegir. teaching 
it EARLY. Waiting until students are at an advanced level in their English 
acquisition gives them little time to practice before .theg . are required, to 
take notes uith a competence, equal to that_oE-natxve speakers; ThG techniques 
presented here ujere_^deveiaped--through classroom use uiith louj inter;nediate 
students_^ih an^intensive_ESL program. There ujere approximately IS students 
in a class which met 75 hours per semester. All students uiere preparing tQ 
study in an academic pro'jram at an American college or university. 

Good notetaking skills are essehtial for optimum achiever7ient_ in_ the_cia^ 
HdiJeveri because of the difficulty of thB_task , _mang students^try to deny the 
necessity of learning to take.notes. Slnce^students learn best uihen they are 
motivated. by_a_beiief in the task, it is ujorth taking time to discuss the 
importance of _ notetaking. The folloujing are some of the more prevalent myths 
on the subject: 



CaD MYTH: I understand more if all I do is listen, so it's better Just to 
listen . 

ARGUMENT: Houj easy is it .to rBmBmber^evergthing_iater7 I3g practicing 
_ ^ .now^ gou_can_make it easy both to understand AND to take notes. 

Cb5 MYTH: I cain^study the book. 

ARGUMENT: An average of 80^ of the information which appears gn any 

American cpllege exam iJill be: discussed inclass. There may 
also be: information from the lecture that is not in_ the book . 
If you have good notes, you. can JLlraost be asscjred of a - gocDd 
grade on a test.UITHSBT Bver_reading_the bo Which is more 

difficult, carefully studying 30 pages of notes, or 300 paoes of 

----text? _ ___ 

Cc5 MYTH: I can taperecord the lectures. _^ 

ARGUMENT: First, nat every instructor permits: this . Second, and more 

important: Which ujill be more diff icult ^ studying 30 pages__oE_ 
good uritten notes before the test , or listening to_ 18 hours of 
lecture tapes and try ing_ to lesrn the_inf orSation f f am_th 
Also, which will^ take. more time?_ A taperecorder is good as 
BAEKUP, but not as primary source. 



A discussion of Format comesjnext. This precedes any practice by students, so 

it is kept on a rudimentary : level . Formal outlines are NOT introduced _as_ a 

model: for notetaking. Rarely do people take notes. that wag, _and the intricacy 
of a fdrmil outline can make the task. seem_mare__dlFEicuit--than ever . Instead 
it is: sufficient to discuss plaeihg_mailn ideas^at^the margin and indenting 
details . The. basic idea of. abbreviations_and partial C telegraph-typeD 
sentences, is aiso-^ introduced . If the students have a reading passage they are 
©orking ©ith^ it may be useful to go thrpygh_it ujith_them and 
discuss/demonstrate sn the board hoiu it MIGHT; Iddk if it: uiere being written 
down in npte form. Another useful technique to mention here is_that_oE 
alldwirig_a Idtdf sqace, both in the margins and within the text of the notes, 
where information can bs added. 

The next step is to bring in a short tape. The tape should be one whdse 
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^Llbiect matter is familiar . td_tbe^instractcr Cand , if passible, to the 
students.) but .ujhose_actaaL not been heard befdre. Cdlleagues iri 

iDther_ areas . mxil often allaiu their lectures to be taped. The tape is then 
plaged^xn class. The instructor takes REAL: notes on :the blackbcDard; the 
students ujatch-. Clf there is no 3-4: panel; blackboard, large sheets. oF 
newsprint can be taped along; the uialls . 5 . Ulheh. there is.rio. more space, stop 
th^ tape^ The point is hot to. dembnstrate^perfect.V notet but to have 

the students see the. instructor crossing out^ rearranging, adding, and missing 
information. They. begin_to get-^a^f eel for notetaking, and at the same time 
they, realize that_even_nativ6 speakers have irregularities and cdhfusiqn in 
their notes. This awareness usually decreases the intimidation students feel, 
and a degree of comfd^'t takes hold. 

It is hduj:time td introduce students to their Eirst_'^talk^^_ The best--taiks are 
shdrt C5-10 minutes) and uell-organized^ -^Ihe^subject matter should be familiar 

to the students; Even tdith--familiar^sabject matter , however, preparation for 

listening_is^necessarg\._ Whenever possible, students read an article on the 
subjecttoincrease vocabulary and background: infdrmatidn ._; Additional 
preparation involves class discussidn about the; subject. : Students volunteer 
vocabulary associated uiith the tdpicj this vocabulary is listed on. the baard 
as it is brought up. :Infdrmatidh which the students find to_ be particularly 
important or interesting may also. be. listed ... It xs hot important to exhaust 
the sturtentsV ideas, ^or_to_discoof age ideas C3r that seems less 

reievant^^.The impcartant thing is to activate the students ' own knowledge of 
the subject. 

The students are ndw readg td listen to the talk for the first, time It is 
better if the instructor gives the talks, especialig.in. the beginning. Few 
tapes which are produced, for loaj^level- students mimic true lectures Ci.e, 
unlike most tapes ,^Iecturers^repeat^informa write information on the 

board^_and_paose whilestudents note more complicated informatidn) . It_is 
necessarg to^be extremely familiar with the:talk._ If possible , _dniy a 3x5 
card with notes should be used; reading entirely frdm a piece of paper rarely 
imitates true lecture phrasing. fis the class progresses ^ guesiSt speakers 
Ccarefully coached by the instructor ) may. be used . ..If video equipment is 
available , videotapes of the reguiar_instructor , the guests^ and_ather__ 
ieGtdr:er-5_Gdri^be used in class as the main talk, and/or outside of class for 
review and additional practice. 

The first time that students listen to a particular talk they should not take 
notes. In the beginning, if the students appear to be particularly confused- 
or lost,: it may be useful fbr_ them, to Iisten_a_second time_without ncDtetaking. 
fis the class beeames_more_prdf±cieht, the iist^ stage may be omitted. 

A. word_ of caution: ^e though this initial stage is for understanding, 
studentquestions should not he allowed to slow down the instructdr to the_ 
point that too much is explained and repeated. This defeats the purpose of 
practice notetaking. 

Since one problem many students have is sorting, main ideas, from details , they 
how listen to the talk, and .writB_.down MAIN IDEAS ONtV . _^ eiF appropriate , this 
stage of the_ta±k. mag_be^repeated a Once the students have had an 

adequate_opportunity^to note the main ideas, their choices should be written 
on^the board, unedited. The class as a whole then discusses which are and are 
not main ideas. 



Factors which help to identify main ideas include signal mords-and . 
phrases j summary statements, pauses, _ ahd^the_ievel_of ^generalit^ 
statement. In discussing. these, ^it is important not to overwhelm low level 
students, with too_mach information.. ^Especially in the beginning, the 
iristructdr is best off working with only the cues used in the talk. Clf the 
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studertts^are aQrl<ing on identification of main idebs in a cqncurrent: reading 
class, both instructors ujill find the reinforcement extremely hi^lpf ul . ) 

After the main ideas: have been determined, they should . be left on_ the . board., 
ujith a:lqt_df space between them . This extra space, lead next step: 

listening fc3r and listing_sdpporting--detaiis un the appropriate main idea, 
fifter the purpose of the space is explained to the students , they list the 
main ideas. ±n_their_ notebooks Cat the margin; with sufficient space under 
eachj^ a_reminder to indent details is sometimes necessary. Since the 
instructor inserts at least some extraneous comments in the talk,, just as In 
standard lectures J the student has three main tasks in this stage :__ GaJ to 
decide uhat details support which main. Ideas £primariig a function of 
sequence?, Cb5 to deeide_if_something_shouid be doujn, and Cc3 to try 

to get all. essential information on paper. These tasks should be explained to 
students--BEFQRE_theg_listen . Again, repetition of the talk at this stage may 
be necessary for lower level students. 

After the students, have 13 jtened for and noted dawn the details^_the.___ 
procedure used with main ideas is repeated . That is^ students provide 
details, which are listed in unedited form on the board. The class then 
discusses the appropriateness of e^ach . 

it_is-^usualiy at this point that students are: ready for more detailed practice 
with abbreviations and "partial " sentences . While a haridbut of common 

abbreviations is useful,: most imfDbrtant is encburagihg students to develop 

their own. One wag to do this is to let students. know^ that they^wiii be asked 
to share their abbreviations when _the_taik_is^ovef . Other "short" ways that 
students use to note ideas may aisca be elicited. 

Students often have_problem5 using abbreviations and partial sentences. One 
exercise which focuses on this skill uses a written version bf a previous 

talk. The written copy is arranged with: main ideas at the margin and 

supporting details :i_ndented, all in complete sentences . _ The_ciass decides how 
each sentence could be shortened and. abbreviated.- if. this is done on the 
board, each student .transfers_the-shortene^ paper. Then the 

students turn the _paper_bver and the board is erased. The instructor presents 
the talk_braiiy^_and the students write down as "shortened" a version as they 
can.. - Theg^can check it themselves against: the class version . As in previous 
stages, the same talk !tiag be repeated if it appiears that more practice is 
needed • 



It^is now time for the instrdctor^to^demonstrate not^ the blackboard 

again. Since the. students^have become more familiar with the process, they 
will ncticB-more^and different things Ce.g., use of arrows, question marks, 
eirciing, ^starring, initials , and unfinished words , and: arrangement bf:space.5 
Not onlg does this new instructor-notetaking: generate student observations, 
but instructors themselves become increasingly aware bf their own notetaking 
techniques . 



Sglih^it^ must be remembered that^iower^ievei students are not ready to learn 
EVERYTHING.. As. difficuit-^as--it^c teaching ALL the useful 

jaoints, _ awareness, of th saturation r int is extremely important. 

In_add±tion^ abbreviations, symbols and other ..idrt cuts" are fairly 
individualized, and it iswise to spend more time: in helping students develop 
their own technique than in listing elements of the instructor's style. 

Spmetime during the process Q not right at the 

beginhihgl it_ is^hecessarg^to-discuss the importance of reviewing notes and 
f illirig__iri_ihEbrmat£on-.^_-^The^p value of comparing notes with other 

^*"Q'*'2nts can also be mentioned. 
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It is best if several talkS; can be given on each topic . Familiarity,. tuith tbe 
subject matter helps stUdehts immensely. In additien , _. this_is similar to-^real 
life situations, since in any class students mxii build a body of knc'xjledge 
arbUnd a fDartieblar sabjeet. 

Qne- sappleraentary activity can be writing summaries from notes.. Hduiever^ia 
student's ability to understand and take notes may ujell outstrip cbmpositibh 
level, SD it is important to FdcUs on content rather than grammar . .. In . one 
variation of this activity:, notes are collected from the student>-__and__heid^for 
tujdjdr three days before the suromaries are written^ in. this aag students must 
truly depend on written notes rather than short-term auditory memory. 

Qne testing_device is to have the students take notes on a talk Calujays dn a 
topic that has been introduced at a previdus_time) > : AfterUard, students use_ 
their notes to ansujer guestidns. _fi choice df questions Cansujer 5 but of B of 
Set A, 7 out df 10 df Set etc .) can help keep the test reasonable.. tJse bF_. 
T/f i : multiple choice, fill in the blank ^ _and_Qeeasibnai_ short answer questions 
familiarizes the class with these question stgies^ ft sample test Cnot 
collected by the_instractor5 -^should always be done before their first REAL 
test-;. __ it_is important for students to have a clear idea of purpdse and 
expectations . 

Above alii the learning prdcess needs to be as non-threatening as_ passible. 
It is not productive to use test- like materia ls_at_everg turn^ With 
ndtetaking already a difficult^ skili_tQ_iearn^ a constant "testing" atmosphere 
can discourage a studBnt^_andnervousness_over the test-like questions can 
inhibit the abiittg to understand a lecture. 
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